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Florida's Carpenter Gothic Churches:
Artistic Gems from a Victorian Past
by J ack C. Lane
"When we build, let us think we build forever."
John Ruskin, 1849
'The beliefs and manners of all people are embodied in the
edifices they build."
Augustus Pugin, 1850
"A church is the most expressive of man's creation."
Henry Adams, 1904

n 1930 a relatively little known regional artist named Grant
Wood entered a competition at the Art Institute of Chicago
where he won first place with a painting entitled "American
Gothic." News sources across the country published the story of
this event along with a photograph of the winning painting, which
created a sensation previously unknown in the history of American
art. "American Gothic," an iconic symbol of American rural life,
became one of the world's best-known images. In the painting,
two rural figures with stern sober appearances stand before a small
Carpenter Gothic house. The figures dominate the painting but
the little Gothic cottage, which suggests the title, gives the painting
context and is thus an essential component of its composition.
What the man and woman in such a formal pose means has been
hotly debated (is it a satire on or a celebration of the American
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heartland or both?). The simple beauty of the Carpenter Gothic
house and its centrality to the painting, however, is undeniable.
Not only does the house identify the painting, it also deepens the
solemnity and meaning of the two figures standing before it. 1
What is more important for our purposes is the pointed
arch window and the board-and-batten siding. They immediately
identified the Carpenter Gothic style and imprinted it on American
memory; or rather, we may say that style was rediscovered because
that form of architecture was well-known and admired a generation
earlier. In the late nineteenth century, Protestant congregations
built scores of small Carpenter Gothic churches throughout
the Midwest, Northeast and parts of the South. In rural areas of
this country it was almost invariably the preferred ecclesiastical
architectural style.
Nowhere were more of these churches constructed than in the
small towns and villages being built in Florida in the period between
1870 and 1900. Many of these structures have been demolished but
a large number remains. Most have been restored and continue to
be used for religious worship. They are worthy of our attention
because, in a state known for its itinerant population and dynamic
development, historic buildings have a short shelf life. Over two
decades ago, Beth Dunlop, an architectural critic, traveled the state
studying what was left of its historical architecture. She found that
much of Florida's architectural heritage had fallen victim to the
headlong rush toward growth and development. In a book entitled
Florida's Vanishing Architecture, she chronicled the disappearance of
"fragile coastal villages" and "small sweet towns." They were falling
prey, she lamented, "to demolition, neglect and exploitation." 2
The wooden Gothic rural churches that stand today are some of
the few visual landmarks of Florida's historical past. They represent
forgotten, or at best, disregarded, artistic architectural gems dotting
the Florida landscape and, as the house in Grant Wood's painting
suggests, these edifices are beautifully picturesque architectural
structures that deserve universal recognition. This essay is intended
to reveal the simple aesthetic qualities of these artistic gems and to
explore their meaning for Florida's Victorian past.
1.

2.

To trace the response to "American Gothic" over time see, Thomas Hoving,
American Gothic: The Biography of Grant Woods American Masterpiece (New York:
Chamberlin Bros., 2005).
Beth Dunlop, Florida '.s Vanishing Architecture (Sarasota, FL: Pineapple Press,
1987).
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In the second half of the nineteenth century, thousands of
Northerners began discovering the beauty and attraction of the
nation's only subtropical state. They came pouring into mostly
eastern and central Florida by the thousands. The extent and
nature of this "immigration" was the theme of one of Florida's
first chroniclers, George Barbour, who published a descriptive
account of the state in 1881 entitled Florida For Tourists, Invalids
and Settlers. 3 Traveling throughout the state gathering material for
the book, Barbour identified the composition of this immigration
and also indicated (approvingly) its ultimate outcome, namely the
Northern colonization of the nation's only subtropical state. This
vision of Northern colonization began immediately after the Civil
War when a small group of New England reformers, led by the
famous and indomitable Harriet Beecher Stowe, helped launch
the Reconstruction of Florida's antebellum Southern culture.
These reformers soon concluded that Northern colonization was
essential to this reformation. "Let a northern colony come down,"
wrote one, [and] "a virtuous and prosperous and intelligent
population would soon control this 'Italy of America"' Stowe was
a leading advocate. She wrote to her brother, Calvin Stowe, that
transforming Florida "depended on founding a [northern] colony."
For this purpose, she was "anxious for New England men to come
among us," and would hail "every newcomer from the North." 4
Stowe published several articles and a book repeatedly proclaiming
this very theme. A decade later, George Barbour discovered that
Stowe's promotional efforts were coming to fruition. Florida, he
3.

4.

George Barbour, Florida For Invalids, Tourists, and Settlers (New York: D.
Appleton and Co, 1884).The term "colonization" is a contentions one.
I am using it in a specific (and I hope less controversial) way: that is, both
the intentional and unintentional goal of Northerners to create a modern
economy in post-Civil War Florida. To assure this development, the new
immigrants (again intentionally and unintentionally) thought they would
need to impose a Northern culture on a discredited Southern one. One of the
first steps in colonization is to devalue the native population. Barbour does not
disappoint us. He identified the natives as forming three groups: "Crackers,
Old Aristocratic Southerners and Negroes." The former he characterized
as "poor, ignorant, shiftless, conceited, lazy and worthless." The "Old White
Southerners", he wrote, are "proud, worthy, kind-hearted" but "cannot learn
the New England spirit of progression and it is useless to expect if of them."
Barbour dismissed the Black population as good only as laborers and not likely
"to play a prominent part in Florida. " (231-237).
Quoted in John F. Foster and Sarah W. Foster, Beechers, Stowes, and Yankee
Strangers: The Transformation of Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
1999)' 48-49.
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wrote, "is rapidly becoming a Northern colony." Throughout the
Eastern seaboard, he continued, "these immigrants are clearing
land, building homes, churches and even towns." The churches,
he noted in particular, were as "attractive as any in the country."
Barbour concluded by echoing a previous American colonization
slogan: northeastern immigrants were creating a "new manifest
destiny for the state" of Florida. 5
The "invalids" in Barbour's title were early arrivals who
were convinced that Florida'subtropical salubrious climate and
landscape provided cures for respiratory illnesses. They filled
the small hotels and inns that spouted like mushrooms to meet
their needs. The "tourist" saw Florida, with its mild winter climate
and lush tropical landscape, as a place of respite from the cold
northern winters, or as an unspoiled wilderness for untapped
hunting and fishing. These mostly wealthy Northerners sought
rest and relaxation, even restoration. They spawned the building
of large resort hotels along the Eastern seaboard such as the grand
Flagler hotels. All these early groups were itinerant travelers who
stayed in Florida only during the winter months. In time, many
migrants settled permanently in the northeastern and central parts
of the state and began colonizing Florida by building new lives in
this largely frontier world. As Stowe had hoped and as Barbour
observed, these "settlers, mostly from New England, brought
with them, New England energy, brains, and solid capital that are
developing the state." Nearly all the railroads, steamboats, mills,
factories and the like are products of New England or New York
capital.. .. " They were "infusing the state with the New England
spirit of progression." 6 These "settlers" designed and built new
towns where they constructed retail stores, built homes and erected
churches, transforming both the natural and built landscape from
Jacksonville south into the peninsula. Almost all the towns in the
area from Jacksonville to Melbourne and fifty miles inland were
started by these Northern, and occasionally, foreign settlers. By the
turn of the century, they created a Victorian architectural landscape
that remains one of Florida's important historical treasures.
Churches were always important structures in these new towns.
They indicated religious dedication, and symbolized the solidity
5.
6.

Barbour, Florida, 235; Harriet Beecher Stowe, Palmetto Leaves (Boston: James
Osgood Co., 1873). This is a collection mostly of Stowe's articles on Florida.
Barbour, Florida, 225-230.
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and the seriousness of the community's endeavors. The spires,
usually rising above other buildings, contributed to that solidity and
seriousness. The process of building a church in these new towns
was usually the same. Small groups would gather for Union services
in homes or a recently constructed store. If the village gained
population, each denomination would separate to form its own
congregation and, if large enough, build a church. Significantly,
these churches were often the most aesthetically pleasing buildings
in the little towns. Protestant congregations built many styles of
churches during this era but few matched the beauty, grace and
simple dignity of the many small Gothic Revival churches. The
prevalence of this style reflected the influence of the Gothic Revival
movement in America, but the roots of that revival reached deep
into English ecclesiastical history.
On the surface, the Medieval Gothic style, originally created to
reflect Roman Catholic beliefs and liturgy, seemed completely at
odds with American Protestant sensibilities and beliefs. It smacked
of papery and threatened guilt by association. The Gothic church
architectural style arrived in North America, however, not from
continental cathedrals but from English Gothic parish churches
built during the Medieval period. The Ecclesiology movement
favoring Gothic architecture began with a revolt against the
perceived rationalism and secularism of the 18th century Greek
Revival movement. The "Georgian" style, as it was sometimes
known, had emphasized a strong classical motif with its Greek
embellishments such as massive columns, classical capitols and
stolid appearance. The ecclesiology supporting this style stressed
rational and unemotional religious worship. Many churches had
constricted the sacramental approach to liturgy and had even
replaced the altar with the pulpit. A group of Anglican clerics at
both Cambridge and Oxford revolted against what they saw as the
over-secularization of worship that these structures represented.
These Ecclesiologists, (those who studied the relationship between
architecture and religious worship) argued that the Georgian
church style had arisen from a pagan world, while the Gothic had
true Christian roots. Influenced by the late eighteenth century
Romantic Movement, the Oxford and Cambridge clerics led an
effort to restore traditional rituals, symbolism and emotionalism
to the liturgical practices of the Church of England. They seized
upon the Gothic architectural style, featured in English Medieval
parish churches, as the appropriate architecture for inspiring more
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pious behavior in religious worship. The Gothic, they argued, not
the Greek or Roman style, was the original Christian creation and
therefore the true expression of Christianity. 7 The Gothic Revival
movement pervaded most of the nineteenth century and not
only reshaped English Anglican worship but also resulted in the
construction of Gothic Revival churches throughout the island.
By the 1830s and 1840s the movement had crossed the
Atlantic to the United States and peaked in its influence in the
period between 1870 and 1900, often called the High Gothic
Revival period. American Episcopalian ministers, who were most
closely in contact with the Ecclesiology movement in England,
were largely responsible for introducing the church architectural
revival in America. In addition, several major American architects,
through their work and writings, gave the form respectability and
popularity. Foremost among the architects was Richard Upjohn. A
native of Shaftesbury, England, Upjohn immigrated to the United
States in 1829 and ultimately settled in New York where he began
working on his first design, the Trinity Church in New York City.
Finished in 1846, this structure firmly established his reputation
as a major architect in the Gothic style. Thereafter, one church
followed another until by mid-century he could rightly claim the
title of the "father of American Gothic Revival." The majority of
his churches were Episcopal because he believed (and expounded
that belief) that the Gothic style was more compatible with revivalist
Episcopal liturgy and rituals. Still, he was not rigid in his belief,
arguing that other denominations could and should adapt the
Gothic style to their own particular religious practices. 8 Upjohn
himself freely modified and manipulated the traditional English
Gothic Revival style, using different approaches to meet specific
American material and religious requirements. Other architects
followed Upjohn's lead. Consequently, these churches displayed a
new and innovative American version of traditional Gothic which
was called American Gothic.

7.

8.

The literature on the Gothic Revival is voluminous. For my purposes, I have
relied for background and for the movement's influence in America on
Phoebe Stanton, The Gothic Revival and American Church Architecture: An Episode
in Taste, 1840-1852 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1968),
chapters 1 and 2. Stanton's footnotes cite the most important literature on the
European and early American Revival.
Upjohn could draw a line. He refused a Unitarian request for a design, stating
that Unitarians were not sufficiently Christian.
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However significant Upjohn's large cathedral-like churches
were, perhaps his most original legacy to church architecture was
his contribution to the construction and spread of the Gothic style
1nto America's rural countryside. As one scholar has noted, his
rural church designs were amazingly "innovative and original." He
introduced two novel ideas: he used wood instead of brick or stone
and he assumed construction would be done by local carpenters.
In designing these small rural churches, Upjohn was alert to the
difficulty people in rural villages experienced in funding church
construction. Brick was expensive and stone practically unavailable
to rural congregations, but wood was in plentiful supply. Even
though brick and stone were the traditional materials for Gothic
churches, he perceived the possibilities of wood as a material in
Gothic design. Upjohn was as "sensitive to the nature of his material
[as he was] original in his translation of Gothic stone to wood."9 He
was also conscious of the fact that these churches would be built
by local carpenters with direction from local congregations and
that the prepared designs would undoubtedly be altered to fit local
conditions and the varying skills oflocal artisans. He was not wrong
in this conclusion. Every Carpenter Gothic church, while retaining
core Gothic characteristics, has its own alterations and therefore
its own individually. As Upjohn suspected, wooden material, which
allowed for a variety of approaches to traditional Gothic design,
opened the opportunity for the architect's imagination to soar and
reaffirmed the artistic qualities of architecture.
After he had designed several small wooden Gothic churches
in the 1850s, Upjohn began receiving so many requests from
congregations in rural villages for his services that he published
a book in 1852-entitled Rural Architecture-that provided the
architectural needs for villages with limited budgets. 10 To make the
construction of these structures by local carpenters more simple,
Upjohn included 22 plates and amazing details. He specified the
exact size, how many timbers were needed and how to lay joints,
how to build a lectern, and how to construct doors. He even
identified the color paint to be used. His plans, he wrote later,
"would come within the means of the feeblest congregations, yet
be in all its essentials a Church-plain, indeed, but becoming in
its plainness ... With fitness of arrangement and adoption to the
9.
10.

Stanton, Gothic &viva~ 258-259.
Richard Upjohn, Rural Architecture (NewYork: Putnam, 1952).
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end proposed, [even] the simplest and plainest edifice may claim
praise [and create] an air of repose which will command and even
involuntary respect." 11
Along with the availability of such detailed designs, two
additional factors made his plan popular in the rural areas of the
country. One was the increased manufacture of cheap and reliable
wire nails. The other (interconnected) architectural innovation
that made Carpenter Gothic popular was the employment of
a new building technique called "balloon framing," which was
introduced to North America in the 1830s. Post-and-beam, the
traditional framing technique, was formed from heavy vertical posts
and massive horizontal beams, which produced stolid, massive
buildings. Absent metal fasteners, these beams were held together
by mortise and tenon chiseled out of the massive members. This
construction required skilled carpenters and high labor costs. The
balloon framing, which came into extensive use in the second half
of the nineteenth century, was a skeleton framework consisting of
a continuous series of slender 4x4 inch studs that rose from the
foundation floor to the roof plate allowing architects to design
high vaulted ceilings. The use of this inexpensive, lightweight
building material was made possible by the introduction of steamdriven lumber mills and by the machine produced nails that held
the joists together. Finally, balloon framing saved on labor costs
because local carpenters using small milled 2x4 and 2x6 boards
could work efficiently without a team of helpers and could thus
finish the framing in a short period of time. 12 The employment
of balloon framing, which allowed architects to design high, openbeam ceilings, gave the little churches their distinctive light and
soaring qualities. They could be built faster than post-and-beam
with less skilled labor and allowed for local innovation in style.
These construction innovations fit perfectly the conditions and
needs of rural America and made the little wooden Carpenter
Gothic churches very desirable and widely popular. They also were
extraordinary artistic achievements. As one scholar has noted, they
"carried the potentialities of wood as an ecclesiastical building
material beyond the Gothic inspiration and into a fresh manner
11. Stanton, Gothic Revival, 258-259.
12. Ibid. The origin of the name "balloon framing" is uncertain. The most popular
explanation contends that skilled craftsmen thought its long thin members
held together by nails only would blow away like a balloon in a high wind. For
several reasons this construction has been replaced by platform framing.
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which, though it is reminiscent of medieval building, is linear in
ways in which stone could never be. The use of wood gave the
~tructures lightness and slenderness of parts and acute roof angles
that simply was not possible in stone." 13
Town building was a key feature in the Northern colonization
of Florida and churches were usually one of the first buildings
these pious Late Victorians constructed, often building churches
before they constructed stores. Unlike the construction of homes,
retail stores and inns and hotels, the decision about church style
was always a community endeavor, and required community
participation. Thus, the first churches in the new town acquired
not only meaning for the sectarian congregations but also gave
cohesion and stature to the community. Not surprisingly, these first
churches were invariably the most aesthetically pleasing edifices
in the new towns and often their signature buildings, their spires
soaring high above other buildings. 14
Except for the Episcopal Churches, where the Bishop's
preferences were key to choice of style, the reasons for the choice
of Carpenter Gothic design remains uncertain. Extant church
records rarely reveal a congregation's thought processes. Absent
professional architects in their midst, congregations often turned to
the churches' national organizations for architects, designs, or both.
These organizations usually provided several different designs from
which the congregations could choose. However, the prevalence of
so many Carpenter Gothic designs clearly reveals the influence of
the Gothic Revival on both the national organizations and the local
congregations. One of the most widely read architectural writers of
the period, AJ. Downing, a committed proponent of the Gothic
style, alerted congregations to the significance of their choices of

13.
14.

Stanton, Gothic Revival, 258-259.
Although a beginning has been made by the Fosters, the colonization of
Florida by Northern immigrants and their town-building efforts has yet to be
fully explored. Nevertheless, such an account is essential to understanding
Florida's history in the late nineteenth century, as well as revealing much about
the state 's present condition. Development meant not only clearing land,
farming crops, and constructing buildings, but also implanting a Northern
social and cultural system on an a formerly rural Southern society. As well as
changing the natural and built landscape, the process transformed an entire
way of life. The sources for these local histories are located in town documents,
the archives of local historical societies, and in church archives. Enterprising
local historians have written histories of some (though not all) of these towns
and churches and some (though not all) have been posted on websites.
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style. There is nothing man made, he wrote, that "confers so more
dignity, poetry, and interest on a rural landscape as a beautiful
country church-or sober, quiet color embossed in trees, and
speaking volumes at a glance of religious feelings and the peaceful,
refined habits of the inhabitants around it." Downing suggested
that, because of "all the associations, all its history, belong so much
more truly to the Christian faith, the design should be Gothic." 15
The reasons and motivations for many of the Protestant church
design choices may be obscure but their selections are visually
obvious. Florida congregations in the late nineteenth century
constructed perhaps as many as sixty Carpenter Gothic churches
ranging geographically from Fort Myers on the West coast to
Jacksonville on the Northeastern coast; from Jensen Beach on the
Southeast coast to Monticello in the Panhandle. Over thirty still
exist and are operational. In no other section of the nation were so
many of these beautiful little wooden churches constructed, again,
visual evidence of the influence of Northern migration to Florida
in the late nineteenth century.
All these churches contain the core elements of Carpenter
Gothic. They are constructed of wood, usually old growth pine,
designed with steeply pitched roofs, pointed arched windows and
doorways, stained glass windows, board-and-batten siding, steeples
placed asymmetrically on the exterior, window tracery, open walls
and scissored-trussed roof, and some with decorative bargeboards.
Most were built with a surprisingly innovative combination of
these characteristics. Some churches were built with towers and
steeples, some with towers but no steeples, some with no towers
or steeples. When towers and/ or steeples were included, builders
felt free to place them on any part of the structures: front, back,
sides, on top. The most common siding was board and batten, but
there was no consistency of vertical or horizontals, nor were all the
churches board-and-batten. Episcopal churches inclined toward
the vertical while the other denominations toward the horizontal.
Why builders had these preferences remains a mystery. Clearly the
vertical contributes to the linear perception of the building, but
the horizontal siding has a distinctive quality of its own. Church
interiors, as well as the exteriors, differed considerably. Most,
though not all, Episcopal churches were constructed on a modified
15.

A. J. Downing, "Domestic Notices: Design For Rural Churches," The
H orticulturalist 2 (March 1848) , 312.
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"cruciform plan," that is with narthex, nave, and a chancel with
raised altars, while non-Episcopal churches tended to retain the
traditional meetinghouse configuration, eliminating the altar
altogether. The Episcopal sanctuaries were often more uniform
in their decorative, stained-glass windows, darkly stained wood
and lavishly decorated altar than their sectarian relatives. Yet, a
few Episcopal churches contain brilliantly white wall boards which
lighten these sanctuaries beyond most Episcopal interiors, and one
or two non-Episcopal churches are dimly lit.
The sheer number of Episcopal Carpenter Gothic churches
in Florida would therefore place them in a separate category. 16
Additionally, they contain characteristics not found in churches
of other denominations. The Gothic Revivalist influence among
Episcopalians had come to Florida before the Civil War and (not
without controversy) was firmly established by the 1870s. Revivalist
Episcopalians wanted their worship spaces to arouse the senses, lift
the worshiper from ordinary experiences of life and prepare the
congregation for the mysteries of Christian rituals. In Episcopal
liturgy, the visual senses are considered links to the divine and
creation. Thus, the interiors of Episcopal churches are replete
with visual representations, dark stained wood, subdued lighting,
and a sober atmosphere suggesting a mysterious, even mystical,
experience. Finally, Episcopal liturgy, emphasizing the sense of
tasting and smelling and made the Eucharist the center of worship.
In all of these Episcopal Carpenter Gothic churches the raised
altar, where the ritual takes place, is given a place of prominence.
The efforts to establish Episcopal missions and to build
Carpenter Gothic churches were made smoother by the Northern
character of the population they found in these emerging
communities. Most of these early migrants came with considerable
wealth, and Episcopalism had traditionally been attractive to this
class of Northerners. The Diocese had the aid of Harriet Beecher
Stowe in establishing a church in Mandarin. In Green Cove Springs
a congregation of wealthy Northerners taking the waters provided
the resources. At Enterprise, Sanford, Titusville, and several other
villages the Diocese had the support of Northern entrepreneurs
16.

For my discussion of Episcopal church building in Florida in the late nineteenth
century, I have drawn from Joseph D. Cushman, Jr. , A Goodly Heritage: The
Episcopal Church in Florida, 1821-1892 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
1965), the definitive account of Episcopal nineteenth century church building
in Florida.
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Interior of Ocoee Christian Church, Ocoee. Photograph courtesy of the author.

and land developers. In town after town, generous Northern
philanthropists donated land and funds to build churches. In
many ways, the history of funding of these Episcopal (and nonEpiscopal) Carpenter Gothic churches is a revealing story of the
Northern influence on Florida's dynamic development in the late
nineteenth century.
The individual responsible for most of the Carpenter Gothic
churches in Florida was the Florida Diocese's second bishop,John
Freeman Young. He came to Florida in 1867 deeply committed to
the tenets of the Ecclesiologists and therefore extremely sensitive
to both the liturgical possibilities of the Carpenter Gothic style and
its potential to satisfy the financial restrictions of a frontier society.
While assistant rector of Trinity Church in New York he had become
acquainted with its architect, Richard Upjohn, and later seemed
determined to bring Upjohn 's rural Gothic designs to Florida. In
a frontier state almost completely devoid of architectural style, he
found fertile ground for his interest in ecclesiastical architecture.
He traveled throughout north and central Florida helping fledgling
congregations not only select the Gothic architectural styles, but
also choose appropriate building sites. Whenever an Episcopal

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol91/iss2/6

12

Lane: Florida's Carpenter Gothic Churches: Artistic Gems from a Victori

260

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

mission attained sufficient numbers and found a beneficiary willing
to fund the building of church, Bishop Young was quick to give the
congregation direction.
Young's first opportunity to build a church based on Upjohn's
plans came in 1870 when General Henry Sanford set aside a lot
for an Episcopal church in his new village of Sanford on the banks
of Lake Monroe. When Sanford's spouse secured enough funds
"from her northern friends" to build a church, Young provided
the plans from Upjohn's book. He himself consecrated Holy Cross
in 1873. Probably because the builders followed Upjohn's plans so
closely, the Bishop thought Holy Cross Florida's "most beautiful
church." 17 Unfortunately a tornado destroyed the building seven
years later; the congregation subsequently built another church,
but this time on a "modified Upjohn plan."
The construction of Orlando's St Luke's church in 1881 is
another example ofYoung's hands-on participation. He had earlier
told the congregation that he would help with funds for the edifice,
but when he visited several months later he discovered they had
already had the resources for construction. He then provided them
with plans and directed them to "the finest site in town, it being
upon a crown of a ridge, descending to a lake, containing over an
acre." In Cocoa he secured an ax and helped the congregation
clear the land for their church.
Young's emphasis on St. Luke's site was revealing. He
considered the setting of these little churches essential to their
spiritual and aesthetic qualities. A few of these structures, still
situated on their original sites, indicate how successful he was in his
choices. St. Margaret's in Hibernia and St. George's on St. George
Island are located in remote, old-growth forest sites accessible
solely by unpaved roads. Several are in crowded areas, but retain
their bucolic ambience. St. Luke's in Curtenay is encircled by a
high-end sub-division but seems isolated from its surroundings. All
Saints at Enterprise and St. Luke's at Fruitland sit on busy highways
but still seem secluded. St. Mary's in Green Cove Springs is located
in the middle of town, but by turning one's back on the town,
the viewer is presented with a picturesque setting and a stunning
view of the St. Johns River. Still many of these churches' original
sites, although well landscaped, have been enveloped by urban
growth. These included Ocoee Christian in Ocoee, St. Gabriel's
17.

Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 115.
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in Titusville, St. Mark's in Palatka, Grace Episcopal in Port Orange,
Altamonte Chapel in Altamonte Springs, among others.
In the three decades following the building of Holy Cross, Young
and his successor, Bishop Edwin Weed, were indefatigable in their
church-building mission. Although a definite number is difficult
to determine, it is possible that Florida Episcopal congregations
constructed as many as eighty Carpenter Gothic churches between
1870 and 1910, most under the direction of Bishops Young and
Weed. However, Young was the principal inspiration, as Bishop
Weed acknowledged when he assumed leadership of the Florida
Diocese in 1886: [Bishop Young's] "taste is to be seen everywhere.
There is not a Diocese in the American [Episcopal] Church with
as many temples of worship constructed with the same reference
to the true principles of architecture. His foresight was markedly
shown in the selection of places for the erection of churches." 18
By 1900 Episcopal Carpenter Gothic churches could be
found as far north as St. George Island and as far south as Fort
Myers. Amazingly, although each structure retains the core Gothic
elements of lancet windows, and doorways, board-and-batten
siding, pointed stained-glass windows, and balloon framing, each
was unique in its configuration. They range from buildings of
simple elegance to those of lavish ornamentations, and much in
between. All Saints in Enterprise is an example of the former.Jacob
Brock, steamboat entrepreneur, was most responsible for building
the town of Enterprise and attracting Northern visitors to his lavish
hotel on Lake Monroe. One traveler, a wealthy Northern wine
merchant named Frederick DeBary built a home and lodge west of
the town. He and Brock provided most of funds for a new Episcopal
church. Reverend Samuel Carpenter, rector of Sanford's Holy
Cross, across the lake from Enterprise, supervised the construction
but the choice of style lay with Bishop Young, who consecrated
the edifice in 1873. All Saints was placed along the town's main
street a short distance from Lake Monroe. Constructed of natural
cypress and old growth long leaf and curly pine, the structure is a
basic cruciform Carpenter Gothic design. Except for the double
lance windows and board-and-batten vertical siding, All Saints is
void of any adornment. The interior continues this simplicity. The
walls and ceiling are uncovered, revealing the stained studded
wall construction and the scissor-trussed ceiling. All but one of
18. Ibid., 177.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol91/iss2/6

14

Lane: Florida's Carpenter Gothic Churches: Artistic Gems from a Victori

262

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

the stained glass windows contain simple geometric designs. In
recent years a small sacristy and handicap access has been added;
otherwise All Saints retains its original configuration. Although it
sits on a busy highway, the setting remains bucolic and picturesque.
Holy Trinity in Fruitland Park provides an example of
extensive ornamentation. A group of English settlers (one of
many such groups who came to Florida in the late nineteenth
century) were responsible for building Holy Trinity. In 1880 eighty
of them, mostly bachelors, settled on a 106 acre orange grove
around Lake Ella near Fruitland. Shortly after starting the little
village of Chetwynd they received permission from Bishop Weed to
establish an Episcopal mission and to build a church. Bishop Weed
consecrated the edifice in 1888. The building probably owes its
unusual exterior configuration and ornamentation to the settlers'
tastes in English parish churches. The reason for the three porches
and portals remains a mystery; according to legend they symbolized
the congregation's openness to all "sides." The small sculptured
columns, the decorated porch gables and bargeboards, the
scalloped church gable, the tracery in the painted lancet windowsmany characteristics indicative of an English parish church-give
Holy Trinity a distinctiveness unlike any Florida Carpenter Gothic
church. The interior, with its open walls and open scissor-trussed
ceiling, resembles other Episcopal Carpenter Gothic churches;
however, its collection of hanging flags and banners reminds the
congregation of its English origins. Holy Trinity has the distinction
of possessing one of the oldest lych gates in the nation.
If the Episcopal preference for Carpenter Gothic design was
unsurprising, the choice by other Protestant denominations seems
problematic. After all, the Gothic design was an integral part of
Roman Catholic, not Protestant, history. In the late nineteenth
century, most Protestant clergy and their parishioners still
regarded anything Roman Catholic with disdain. Building and
then worshiping in sanctuaries modeled on the Medieval Gothic
Cathedrals could be seen as "popish." In addition, the Gothic style
required a sanctuary that was more elaborate than the minimalist
decorative traditions of most Protestant Churches. As with
Episcopalians, other denominations built churches that fit their
theology, but, unlike Episcopalians, they based their liturgy on the
hearing senses. They rejected elaborate decorations and formal
rituals, emphasizing instead the preaching of the Word. The pulpit
replaced the altar, clear windows replaced stained glass windows,
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and stark white walls replaced dimly lit interiors. Elaborate
decorations distracted attention of the worshipers from the central
point of the service: a sermon interpreting the Word. What then
led these Protestant denominations to embrace the Carpenter
Gothic style conceived with Episcopal liturgy in mind? Because we
have so little evidence of the thoughts, motives and intentions of all
congregations, any response is conjecture. Still, a partial answer lies
with the influence of the national Gothic Revival that permeated
the late Victorian American culture. If the Carpenter Gothic style
had become a preeminent part of popular taste, then all Protestant
leaders were forced to respond to it.
The General Congregational Convention did just that.
Representing all Congregational Churches, the Convention
published a long detailed response to the growing popularity of
Upjohn-designed churches in rural America. In a book entitled
A Book of Plans For Churches and Parsonages, the Convention urged
Congregational congregations to select church styles with more
considered taste. The writers urged that when congregations
decided to build a church they choose "with good taste and be the
means of cultivating it, surely attention to its quality in this respect is
not out of place or unimportant." These "principles of architecture,"
they went on to say, apply "to the humblest and the simplest as well
as the most imposing and elaborate. But the convention hurried
to distinguish a Congregational sanctuary from an Episcopal one:
"A Church is eminently a place where the word of God, the living
Word, is expounded and enforced by the living voice .... The pulpit,
in distinction from the altar, is the sign and prominent feature
of a Christian Church as we view it. [This] requires the seeing as
well as the hearing of one who occupies the pulpit." 19 Along with
these general guidelines, the book included examples of Carpenter
Gothic churches (including those designed by Upjohn). That several
Florida Protestant denominations built Carpenter Gothic Churches
during this period is testament to the powerful influence of the
Gothic Revival and perhaps even the Congregational Convention's
Book of Plans. The wooden Carpenter Gothic style proved so
adaptable that diverse congregations could, with good conscience,
build these churches to suit their own predilections.
Three
19.

General Convention of Congregational Churches, A Book of Plans For Churches
and Parsonages. Published Under the Direction of the Central Committee of the General
Congregational Convention (New York: D. Burgess, 1853) , Introduction.
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Ocoee Christian Church. Photographed by author.

examples illustrate this point. Ocoee Christian Church was the
creation of William Temple Withers, a wealthy Kentucky immigrant
who, in 1883, bought an orange grove in the community of Ocoee.
He immediately organized a Disciples of Christ congregation and
in 1891 he and his family built the present church designed by an
unnamed "famous Boston architect."
The church is built on a cruciform plan, and the church
literature explaining this design reveals how the Gothic Revival
glorified its Medieval Gothic heritage and ignored its Catholic
origins. The literature proudly proclaims, the church design is
"a smaller replica of the great Cathedrals of Europe." Externally
and internally, the Ocoee Church edifice contains most Carpenter
Gothic characteristics. It is built of old growth heart of pine; its
siding is vertical board, and its steeple dominates the exterior
view. Internally, the nave, the transept, the dark stained wood,
the open, high-vaulted, scissor trussed ceiling, and the stained
glass pointed windows (designed by Tiffany, according to church
legend) would be recognizable to any Episcopal congregation.
However, several aspects give the interior a non-Episcopal feel.
In keeping with Disciple of Christ liturgy, the nave occupies most
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of the sanctuary and, instead of a large altar space, a tiny chancel
is filled with the pulpit and a communion table. Except for the
brightly colored stained glass windows, the sanctuary is almost void
of ornamentation. Still, the Ocoee church is very different from
the spare meeting house style ordinarily found in a rural frontier.
A second example is the Lagrange Community Church in
Titusville, perhaps the most basic of the Florida Carpenter Gothic
churches. Located in the community of La Grange, the church
was founded as a non-denominational, community congregation.
It became a place not only for Sunday worship for the scattered
population around Titusville, but also served as a community
gathering place for the area. It contains only the most basic
elements of the Carpenter Gothic style. Except for the colored
pointed windows, the interior with its covered ceiling resembles
a plain, unadorned meeting house. Still, it is exactly the colorful
windows and the tower and steeple that set it apart from a meeting
house and gives the edifice distinction and a simple elegance. The
tower and steeple, centered in the front, provide exterior symmetry
and the painted windows suffuse the interior with brilliant color,
unthinkable in a Puritan meetinghouse.

Lagrange Community Church, Titusville. Photographed by author.
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Finally, one of the most interesting Carpenter Gothic structures
in Florida is the Hebrew United Synagogue in Ocala, constructed
in 1888. It seems an unusual choice for this non-Christian group,
-but Jewish congregations often followed prevailing architectural
trends.Jewish families moved to Ocala in the 1870s in large enough
numbers to form a congregation, and met informally in homes until
1888 when they built a synagogue. It is the second oldest synagogue
in Florida and certainly the only Jewish Gothic Carpenter building
in the state. The structure has the characteristics of a Carpenter
Gothic edifice with a single rectangular room, horizontal board
and batten siding. Although much like the La Grange Church,
without a tower and steeple, it shows the malleability of the design.
Oval, Romanesque windows replace the Gothic pointed arches
and a decorated verge board supplants the tower and steeple. The
verge board above the front doorway, which suggests a Middle
Eastern design, gives the synagogue its distinctiveness. The worship
space is illuminated by brightly colored stained glass windows
containing distinctive Hebraic symbols, possibly deriving from
Eastern Orthodox traditions. In keeping with the Jewish tradition,
the interior most likely contained a gallery for women, a platform
with a reading table and Torah a shrine on a raised platform. In
1976 this historic Jewish congregation constructed a new building
and changed its name from United Hebrew Synagogue to Temple
B'Nai Darom (Children of the South). The building is now used
and maintained (apparently with no sense of irony) by a Christian
group called the Ocala Bible Society. The edifice is a "contributing
property" to the Tuscawilla Historic District.
In my months of research I have located over 30 existing
Carpenter Gothic churches. Most are located in the northeastern
and east central portion of the state. Many also are in small
towns. While some started in small towns, many are surrounded
by sprawling suburbs of large cities. For historical and theological
reasons, the Episcopalians preserved most of these churches. Their
preservation record flows from their theological beliefs and their
strong sense of historical continuity. God sanctified these edifices,
so Episcopalians were compelled to preserve them. This tradition
places the Episcopal Church, particularly in itinerant Florida, in
a special preservation category. No other denomination has been
so determined to preserve and to protect its historical heritage.
Twenty-two of the 30 existing Carpenter Gothic churches are
Episcopal, three are Presbyterian, two are Congregational, one
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each for Christian and Methodist, and Hebrew. While it is true
that the Episcopal Church built more of these churches than other
denominations, it is also true that other denominations have not
been as committed to preservation as Episcopalians.
The fates of two non-Episcopal Carpenter Gothic churches are
revealing and instructive. From its founding in 1885, the Winter
Park First Congregational Carpenter Gothic church had special
historic significance. It was the first church built in Winter Park
and its pastor, Edward Hooker, was the first president of the newly
founded Rollins College. The college held its first classes in the
little unfinished church. In 1923, the congregation built a much
larger sanctuary and used the Gothic church for offices. Then in
1937, the congregation decided to build a fellowship hall on the
little church's location. What should they do with this historic
building? Aware of its significance to the history of Rollins College,
its President offered to move the edifice a few blocks to the campus,
but at the last moment engineers found that the church building
could not be moved through Winter Park's narrow streets. First
Congregational Church demolished the little building and sold
the lumber for one hundred dollars. At a time when the nation was
mired in a deep economic depression, we can perhaps empathize
with the church's reluctance to use meager funds to move the
building to another location. Still, a more fervent commitment
from the community to historical preservation might have saved
the structure for posterity. Had it been preserved it would today be
the city's oldest edifice. 20
Forty years later Dunedin did what Winter Park failed to
do: preserve a little wooden church. In 1888 a group of Scottish
Presbyterians, who had founded Dunedin, constructed a Carpenter
Gothic Presbyterian church on the corner of Scotland Street and
Highland Avenue. Constructed of Florida heart of pine, with two
Gothic archways leading to the sanctuary, it was adorned with hand
carved beams and pews. Andrews Memorial Church, named for one
of its major donors, was scheduled for demolition in 1970 to make
way for a larger Presbyterian sanctuary. The Dunedin Historical
Society stepped in and saved it from destruction . The Society

20. In 1923, when members of the Winter Park Congregational Church decided
to build a larger structure, they found a new national church architectural
movement underway-the Colonial Revival Movement- and not surprisingly
they responded with an imposing, stately Colonial Revival design.
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moved the building to a location at the entrance to one of the city's
parks, restored it in 1974, and placed it on the National Historical
Register. This former Presbyterian Church is now a museum owned
by Dunedin Historical Society. It is a prize landmark in historic
Dunedin. 21
Thus, given the prevailing pressures for change and
development in twenty-first century Florida, perhaps there is a
cautionary tale and a lesson here: these elegant artistic gems are
worth saving because they stand as testimony to an important era in
Florida's past. We may perceive in them an even larger reason for
preservation. In Phoebe Stanton's words:
The many small wooden churches inspired by or built by
Upjohn designs are modest but important. They record
the moment when American builders and architects, while
improvising upon a foreign style and the ideas that came
with it, displayed their capacity to comprehend aesthetic
principles and repeat not correct detail but the essential
constructive and spatial truths of the style in which they
were working. 22
To which we may respond, "Amen!" These wooden Carpenter
Gothic Churches are not only Florida's artistic treasures but
national monuments. Not surprisingly, many have been placed on
the National Register of Historic Places.

21.

22.

Holy Apostles Episcopal Church in Satellite Beach has an even more dramatic
preservation story to tell. In 1959, The Saint Andrew's Congregation in Fort
Pierce donated their 1902 Carpenter Gothic church building to the Holy
Apostles congregation in Satellite Beach. The building was loaded on a river
barge, pulled up the Indian River by tug boat, and once on shore, pulled on
telephone poles to its present site in Satellite Beach.
Stanton, Gothic Revival, 269.
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APPENDIX
FLORIDA'S CARPENTER GOTHIC CHURCHES BY DATE OF
CONSTRUCTION

There may be more ex1stmg and demolished nineteenth
century Carpenter Gothic churches than have been listed here.
The author would welcome from readers any suggestions of
additional ones that still exist as well as those that were built but
no longer exist. Readers may contact the author at jlane@rollins.
edu. You may view photos of all the churches he has found on his
Carpenter Gothic Blog: jaclane.blogspot.com
EXTANT CHURCHES

1854-PAIATAKA. (ST MARK'S EPISCOPAL)
1869-TITUSVILLE (LA GRANGE COMMUNI1Y CHURCH,
NON-DENOMINATIONAL)
1878-JASPER (FIRST UNITED METHODIST)
HIBERNIA (ST MARGARET'S EPISCOPAL)
1881-MADISON, (ST MARY'S EPISCOPAL)
1883-ENTERPRISE (ALL SAINTS EPISCOPAL)
MANDARIN QACKSONVILLE) (CHURCH OF OUR
SAVIOR EPISCOPAL)
ST GEORGE ISLAND QACKSONVILLE) (ST GEORGE
EPISCOPAL)
1884-LAKE CI1Y (ST JAMES' EPISCOPAL)
1885-MONTICELLO ( CHRIST EPISCOPAL)
INTERLACHEN (FIRST CONGREGATIONAL)
ALTAMONTE SPRING (ALTAMONTE CHAPEL,
CONGREGATIONAL)

(HOLY

1886-MELBOURNE
TRINI1Y EPISCOPAL)
GREEN COVE SPRINGS (ST MARY'S EPISCOPAL)
MELROSE
(TRINI1Y EPISCOPAL)
1887-TITUSVILLE (ST GABRIEL'S EPISCOPAL)
1888-DUNEDIN (ANDREWS MEMORIAL PRESBYTERIAN)
DUNEDIN (CHURCH OF GOOD SHEPHERD
EPISCOPAL)
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FRUITLAND PARK (HOLY TRINI1Y EPISCOPAL)
COURTNEY (MERRITT ISLAND) (ST JAMES
EPISCOPAL)
MILTON (ST MARY'S EPISCOPAL)
OCALA (UNITED HEBREW SYNAGOGUE)
(OCALA BIBLE SOCIE1Y)
1889-FORT MEADE (CHRIST EPISCOPAL) LEESBURG (ST
JAMES EPISCOPAL)
1890-HAINES CI1Y (ST MARK'S EPISCOPAL) LADY LAKE
(ST ALBAN 'S EPISCOPAL)
1891-0COEE (CHRISTIAN)
1892-QUINCY, (ST PAUL'S EPISCOPAL)
1893-PORT ORANGE (GRACE EPISCOPAL)
1895-HIGH SPRINGS (ST BART'S EPISCOPAL)
SPRINGS
(ST AGATHA'S EPISCOPAL)
1896--DEFUNIAK
1898-WAVELAND (JENSEN BEACH) (ALL SAINTS
EPISCOPAL)
1902-SATELLITE BEACH (HOLY APOSTLES EPISCOPAL)
(PRESBYTERIAN)
1907-MACINTOSH
1911-LYNN HAVEN (FIRST PRESBYTERIAN)
CHURCHES BUILT BUT DEMOLISHED

1873-SANFORD (HOLY CROSS EPISCOPAL)
1882-MANDARIN (CHURCH OF OUR SAVIOR)
1885-WINTER PARK (FIRST CONGREGATIONAL)
ST. PETERSBURG (FIRST CONGREGATIONAL)
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